Introduction
The interaction on the streets and in the arts of the United States, Reference to Blacks in Mario Puzo's The Godfather, as "dark peoples"--and "animals" "who have no respect for their wives or their families or themselves" (290) is uncomfortably close to the gist of Richard Gambino's attempts to explain the differences between Italian-and African-Americans in his 1974 Blood of My Blood: The Dilemma of the Italian-Americans. Gambino, one of the first to make observations of the interaction of the two communities, sees them as having "diametrically opposed value systems" (329) . "It is difficult to think of two groups of Americans," he writes, "whose ways of life differ more.
The two cultures are at odds with each other in superficial styles and in critical values. The groups clash more and more as ghetto blacks confront lowermiddle-class whites in inner cities over efforts to integrate schools and housing and in competition for jobs and political power" (329). Confrontation is inevitable, he suggests because the two groups often inhabit adjacent urban spaces. As evidence Gambino presents examples of how music, body language, and notions of family differ between Blacks and Italians.
A more optimistic observation was put forth by Patrick Gallo in his 1974 study, Ethnic Alienation: The Italian-Americans. Gallo saw enough similarities between Italian and African Americans to suggest the creation of an alliance of, in his words, "whites and Blacks, white-collar and blue-collar workers, based on mutual need and interdependence...Italian-Americans may prove to be a vital ingredient in not only forging that alliance but in serving as the cement that will hold urban centers together. (209) That Gambino's naive approach has gone unchallenged, and Gallo's ideas ignored, until only recently, are the result of a slowly developing Italian/American intelligentsia. This intelligentsia is producing a great number of poems, stories, essays and book-length studies that challenge Gambino's weak explanations and attempt to fulfill Gallo's prophecy. Thirteen years before either Gambino's or Gallo's analyses appeared, Daniela Gioseffi, put her body and soul on the line in the early 1960s struggle for Civil Rights. She documented her experiences in a short story, "The Bleeding Mimosa," which recounts the terror of a night spent in a Selma, Alabama jail during which she was raped by a southern 
Bensonhurst and Beyond
There is much that the many different peoples who have come to America agree is wonderful about living in this land, but the first lesson any immigrant group learns is that "making it" in this country happens at the expense "unmaking" ethnic identity and allegiance to old world customs and behavior. This holds true for intra-cultural institutions as well. When "making it" means moving from working class, to middle, to upper class, sooner or later we must understand that upward mobility means ascribing to the cultural values that belong to each class and to the category of whiteness; ancestral traditions become ancillary side shows that we can foster only in our spare time.
For Italian Americans, "making it" has come with a high price tag. It has cost them the language of their ancestors--the main means by which history is preserved and heritage passed on from one generation to the next. They've had to trade-in or hide any customs which have been depicted as quaint, but labeled as alien, in order to prove equality to those above them on the ladder of success.
In this way, Italian Americans have become white, but a different kind of white than those of the dominant Anglo/Saxon culture. Italian Americans have become whites on a leash. And as long as they behave themselves (act white), as long as they accept the images of themselves as presented in the media (don't cry defamation) and as long as they stay within corporate and cultural boundaries (don't identify with other minorities) they will be allowed to remain white. This behavior has led to Italian Americans being left out of most discussions of multiculturalism. In A Different Mirror, Ronald Takaki's revision of American history the European immigrants and their descendants are either lumped in the falsely monolithic category of whites or overlooked entirely. The fact is that each of these groups has its own unique history of subjugation that aligns it more closely with Takaki's oppressed minorities than with the Anglo majority. We all need to come to grips with the fact that there is a great diversity and much oppression within white America. Until then, we are doomed to repeat the mistakes of the earlier histories that we are trying to correct.
For too long, the U.S. media were all too ready to help restrict Italians' attempts to assimilate as white Americans. The vast majority of Italian Americans are law-abiding citizens, but you wouldn't know it by watching television, listening to the radio or reading books. We have been viciously into public silence in the aftermath of the event. Viscusi ascribes this silence to the inability of Italian Americans to develop power over their language. "Persons who lack discursive power," he writes, "are often reduced to servile responses--to violence or to dumbshow--when confronted with serious personal, social, or political problems" ("Breaking the Silence" 3). The three components toward gaining discursive power, according to Viscusi, are mastery over language (both English and Italian), the development of historical narratives, and a return to the tradition of dialectic that fostered internal critiques and oppositional voices.
Viscusi's essay tells Italian Americans that they can no longer afford to wait for attitudes toward their heritage to change, they must change them their selves.
While the earlier generations' battles were fought and won on the economic and sociological front, the battle for the grandchildren of the immigrants has moved to the cultural front. Financial resources, the rewards for having "made it," would need to be invested in promoting representations that Italian Our experience has taught us the fallacy of the very idea of race and the mischief of racial labels. It has taught us that both total assimilation and total separatism are will-o'-the-wisps, unachievable--and undesirable if they were. It has taught us that a healthy ethnicity is compatible with, indeed essential to, a healthy America. For these reasons, we, Italian Americans, have something important to contribute to the national dialogue. (17) Vecoli concludes his speech with the idea that the key to Italian American participation is the creation of the ability to define our selves, "distinguished by our unique experience" that is not "white, nor black, nor brown, nor red, nor yellow" (17). But regardless of how well Vecoli substantiates the historical racism against Italians, no matter how well he argues the point that Italian Americans have been categorically excluded from the recent benefits of attention given to a multicultural United States, there remains the fact that at some point, Italian
Americans became white. This is a point made by the writing on whiteness of which David Roediger's is seminal.
In a paper presented at a 1996 Newberry Library summer seminar, Roediger and James R. Barrett, tell us "Italians, involved in a spectacular international Diaspora in the early twentieth century, were racialized as the 'Chinese of Europe' in many lands. But in the U. S. their racialization was pronounced, as 'guinea's' evolution suggests, more likely to connect Italians with Africans" ("Inbetween Peoples 7). But the whiteness of Italian Americans was more delayed than totally denied, and thus the danger, according to Roediger is not only swallowing the myth of white superiority, but "being swallowed by the lie of whiteness" (Roediger, qtd. in Stowe 74.) This danger is very real as today's Italian Americans grow up ignorant of their history and firm in their belief of being white. As poet Diane di Prima noted in a response to Vecoli's keynote address:
"In most ways, my brothers and I were pushed into being white, as my parents understood that term" (25) which included being forbidden to speak Italian. Di Prima argues that:
We need to admit that this pseudo 'white' identity with its present non-convenience was not something that just fell on us out of the blue, but something that many Italian Americans grabbed at with both hands. Many felt that their culture, language, food, songs, music, identity, was a small price to pay for entering American mainstream. Or they thought, like my parents probably did, that they could keep these good Italian things in private and become 'white' in public. (27) That Italian Americans could have it both ways might be seen as an advantage, but according to Noel Ignatiev, choosing whiteness means clinging to "the most serious barrier to becoming fully American" ("Immigrants and Whites" 18). Ignatiev, who with John Garvey edits the journal Race Traitor, presents the most radical alternative to Italian Americans, that of aiding in the abolishment of whiteness altogether. "Normally the discussion of immigrant assimilation is framed by efforts to estimate how much of the immigrants' traditional culture they lose in becoming American. Far more significant, however, than the choice between the old and the new is the choice between two identities which are both new to them: white and American" (23).
Although racial discrimination against Italians was more prevalent in the past, it has not disappeared. Today, Italian/American youth suffer from association with a different stereotype; the image of the organ-grinding immigrant has been replaced by the mafioso and the dumb street kid ala Rocky Balboa.
These images do not come from family interaction, but from the larger society.
So that when Italian Americans look into the cultural mirror, they receive a distorted view, as though it was one of those funny mirrors found in an amusement park. Consciously or unconsciously those distorted images affect their identity, and they must face the reality that the dominant culture is literature by closely observing language at work. "Our language has come to act as that metaphorical veil of which W. E. B. DuBois speaks so often, separating two national groups and occluding our vision of one another. This veil is maintained between the two terms of a racial dialectic, one of which is privileged"
(1). By analyzing that "veil" Nielsen demonstrates that the images of the black other, created by white writers, are fictions created out of the need to separate white selves from black others. Nielsen's study provides us with a model by which we can uncover even the unconscious perpetuation of racism in modern and contemporary poetry. Racist discourse, as he tells us, is "susceptible of dissolution." And he offers Herman Melville's "Benito Cereno" as the only true example of a white writer breaking through the racist language barrier. Perhaps, most importantly, Nielsen raises the question of whether we can ever expect to "think in a language to avoid having our thought directed by the language of those from whom we learn" (163).
In literature by Italian/American writers, we can find examples of just the opposite of Nielsen's thesis, fictions that are created out of the need to connect Italian white selves to black others.
In her first novel, currently in search of a publisher, Mary Bucci Bush, author of a story collection, Places of Light, turns her attention to a great historical void: the story of Italian/American life on southern plantations during the early 1900s. Though they were called Italian colonies, to which Italians were shipped directly from Italy, many were little more than new versions of slavery.
Bush's grandmother had gone to the south when she was seven years old.
Though this was a common experience, very little has been published about it. White folks don't shoot white folks." She walked faster, so that Isola had to trot to catch up with her. "But we're not white," Isola told her. "We're Italian." (11) Bush's novel dramatizes the lack of racial separation between the two groups.
"Eventually the adults did realize that the Blacks were treated differently," says Bush, "and were frightened by that." It wasn't until a few years after her grandmother's death that Bush tried to discover Sunnyside, the plantation that her grandmother's family had moved to in 1904. This plantation was one of many that were investigated in 1907 by the Federal government because of charges of peonage. "Italian agents had worked against their own people," says Bush. "They had them sign papers, the contents of which were never truthfully explained. Some people had their passage paid by the plantation owners, but they were instructed not to let anyone know this because it was illegal. They were told to say they were going to meet a cousin or a paesano who was paying their passage. In the end, no one was ever convicted of this peonage." Bush suggests that one explanation for this importation of Italian laborers is that white southerners, overwhelmed by the size of the Black population, wanted to diminish it by bringing in Italian workers. In no way, says Bush, were Italians considered to be equal to the whites. This suggestion is backed by journalistic evidence from the period. In "The Italian Cotton Growers: The Negroes' Problem," Alfred Stone. a wealthy Delta cotton planter, expressed his hopes that the Italian, whom he says has "demonstrated his superiority over the negro as an agriculturalist" (123), will continue immigrating to the South. As the protagonist is in search for the water, there is a flashback to the television interview. When the conversation comes around to racism Valerio is horrified and embarrassed "when she said that when Italians came here, they became white. I have known more Italians than Blacks, perhaps less intimately in a sexual sense, socially to be sure, and not one Italian in the dark recesses feels white" (103). After he returns from his quest with two paper cups of water, the narrative returns to the interview and Morrison's first recollection of racism. More militant in her attempt to avoid being white is poet and publisher Rose Romano. In her essay, "Coming Out Olive in the Lesbian Community: Big Sister is Watching," Romano argues that respect in the lesbian community is gained through recognition of one's suffering, which depends on skin color: "The lighter one's skin, the less respect one is entitled to" (161). "I have been told that by calling myself Olive I am evading my 'responsibility of guilt.' Because I am a light-skinned woman living in the United States, it is accepted that my grandparents, whether they owned slaves themselves, belonged to the group who did own slaves and were entitled to all the benefits. If they chose not to take advantage of those benefits, it's their own fault. When I tell lesbians that Southern Italians and Sicilians didn't even begin to arrive in this country until twenty years after the slave days were over I am told that this is a 'wrong use of facts' and that today I am a member of an oppressor group and that I can choose to take advantage of my 'white -skin privilege.' Unable to gain respect for her own experiences, Romano criticizes the lesbian publishing community for denying access to Italian American writers. Richards draws on cases of race, women and sexual preference rights as he interprets "moral slavery," the backfiring of a racism created by the denial of basic human rights to people who are dehumanized so that those rights can be denied. Richards concludes his study by offering a "rights-based protest" in an attempt to counter the effects of moral slavery. Such a protest consists of first "claiming rights denied in one's own voice" and then "engaging in reasonable discourse that challenges the dominant stereotype in terms of which one's group has been dehumanized" (214). Richards calls for us all to see that: "It is no longer an acceptable basis for any people's Americanization that they subscribe 
